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President Vicente Fox Quesada, seeking to fulfill his campaign promise to promote a more open
government, ordered the creation of a special prosecutor's office to investigate the deaths of
hundreds of suspected leftists at the hands of government forces two decades ago. Fox's pledge
followed the release of a 3,000-page report providing details of the government's "dirty war" during
the 1970s and 1980s.
The report by the government's Comision Nacional de Derechos Humanos (CNDH) named at least
74 officials from 37 government agencies who were involved in a campaign of disappearances,
torture, and executions of leftists in the 1970s and 1980s.
"It is irrefutable that many responses by public forces were conducted outside the law, particularly
forced disappearances, which seriously ruptured all legality by imposing an authoritarian remedy
on a political problem," said CNDH director Jose Luis Soberanes Fernandez. "The human rights of
hundreds of people were violated by groups formed under the auspices of national security."
The report said many victims disappeared after being taken to military bases, installations run
by the Direccion Federal de Seguridad (DFS), and clandestine jails throughout Mexico. Generals
implicated in torture, disappearances Prominent among those named in the report are army Gens.
Francisco Quiros Hermosillo and Arturo Acosta Chaparro, who were arrested in 2000 on charges
of aiding the drug- trafficking cartel created by the late Amado Carillo Fuentes (see SourceMex,
2000-09-20).
The CNDH document implicates Acosta Chaparro, who held the rank of captain in the 1970s and
1980s, in at least 29 cases of torture and forced disappearance. Also listed in the document is ex-
federal safety director Francisco Gutierrez Barrios, who eventually was appointed interior secretary
by former President Carlos Salinas de Gortari.Other former DFS officers listed include Francisco
Sahagun Vaca, Miguel Nazar Haro, Jorge Obregon Lima, and Jesus Miyazawa.
Miyazawa was later implicated in a torture case in Morelos state, which led to impeachment
proceedings against former governor Jorge Carrillo Olea (see SourceMex, 1998-04- 22, 1999-06-30).
Fox pledged to appoint a "totally independent" special prosecutor to review cases from the 1970s
and 1980s. The new office would prosecute those responsible for abuses and arrange for reparations
to the victims or their families.
"We will follow up in detail, case by case," Fox said. The president said the agency would extend its
investigations to more recent cases, such as massacres at Aguas Blancas in Guerrero state in 1995
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and Acteal in Chiapas state in December 1997. "The process is open to all of that," said Fox. "We are
fully committed to human rights and fully committed to the rule of law in Mexico."
Ex-Presidents Echeverria, Lopez Portillo deny responsibility
Asked if that could include high-ranking officials, even someone at the level of former President
Luis Echeverria Alvarez, Fox responded, "When I say everybody, I mean everybody." The abuses
occurred primarily during the administrations of Echeverria (1970-1976) and his successor, Jose
Lopez Portillo (1976-1982).
Both former presidents, who are members of the long-governing Partido Revolucionario
Institucional (PRI), criticized Fox for reopening the cases, and both denied responsibility in the
disappearances. "I'm not afraid of a trial," Echeverria told reporters. "I'm not responsible. I was
commander in chief of the army, and, under my command, it acted with total honesty."
Echeverria was also interior secretary during the administration of former President Gustavo Diaz
Ordaz (1964- 1970), which ordered the bloody repression of demonstrators in Tlatelolco in 1968.
Recent reports of the incident describe how members of an elite army unit fired indiscriminately at
students gathered at the Plaza de las Tres Culturas (see SourceMex, 1998-10-17).
Lopez Portillo also denied responsibility. "I did not know anything," the ex-president said in a press
conference. "I was the president, not a police officer." But some critics accused Fox of only paying
lip service to human rights and lacking the political courage to prosecute rights abusers. "We don't
want any more proposals," said Rosario Ibarra, leader of the human rights group Comite Eureka,
whose son was among the disappeared. "What we want is action. We want them to tell us where the
disappeared are."
Despite the criticisms, many Mexicans initially were willing to give Fox the benefit of the doubt.
Many urged the president to give the new prosecutor full autonomy to ensure adequate follow-
up and prosecution of the cases. "The Procuraduria General de la Republica (PGR) must offer this
agency sufficient autonomy to conduct its investigation," said Rev. Edgar Cortez, director of the
Jesuit-run Comision de Derechos Humanos Miguel Agustin Pro (PRODH). "This is because one area
that must be investigated thoroughly is the involvement of the armed forces in these cases."
The PRODH also said the Fox government should be held accountable for unexplained
disappearances of individuals in Chiapas, Colima, Sonora, and Baja California states since
December 2000.
Fox urged to resolve more recent cases
Beyond these individual cases, human rights organizations called on Fox to show a greater
commitment to solving the murder of human rights activist and lawyer Digna Ochoa y Placido.
Ochoa, who defended several high-profile human- rights cases, was killed at her residence in
October of this year.
Authorities have not made any arrests, although there are strong suspicions that the armed forces
were involved in the assassination (see SourceMex, 2001-10-31, 2001-11-14). "Justice must be applied
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to all who violate the law," said Juan Alarcon, president of the Comision de Defensa de Derechos
Humanos (CODDEHUM). "There should be no untouchables, whether in the cases related to the
dirty war of the 1970s or in the murder of Digna Ochoa."
Many political observers said the 1970s cases need to be resolved if only as a deterrent against
further impunity. "It makes sense to settle accounts in the present to prevent the same mistakes in
the future," said political columnist Teresa Jardi of the daily newspaper La Cronica de Hoy.
But others said the government has already taken a major step by releasing the names of those
responsible. "Whatever action is taken with the information provided by the CNDH, no one can
deny the moral and political value of breaking the wall of impunity and silence," said columnist
Alan Arias Marin of the Milenio Diario newspaper.
Others cautioned the Fox administration to ensure that all cases are prosecuted within the
framework of the law. "The punishment of those responsible should be subject to legal norms,"
said political columnist Jorge Villamil Rivas of the daily newspaper Unomasuno. "Just as we
reject impunity, we should also reject revenge." (Sources: Proceso, 11/25/01; Reuters, 11/25/01,
11/27/01; The Washington Post, 11/27/01, 11/28/01; The New York Times, Associated Press, The
Dallas Morning News, CNI en Linea, 11/28/01; The Christian Science Monitor, 11/28/01, 11/29/01;
Novedades, 11/26-30/01; Reforma, 11/26-28/01, 11/30/01; Los Angeles Times, 11/28/01, 11/30/01;
The News, 11/29/01, 11/30/01; Unomasuno, 11/27-29/01, 12/01/01; La Cronica de Hoy, 11/27-30/01,
12/01/01, 12/03/01; Milenio Diario, 11/27-30/01, 12/03/01; Notimex, 11/28/01, 12/04/01; La Jornada,
11/26-30/01, 12/01/01, 12/03/01, 12/05/01; El Universal, 11/27-30/01, 12/03/01, 12/05/01)
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